Pharmacy residency programs have become increasingly competitive in recent years, and changes to the residency search and application process have altered the process for matching with a residency. In this article, major residency topics, from the benefits of residency training to searching for and ranking programs, are summarized. A discussion of tips and tricks for applying for residencies and interviewing for positions is included along with specific suggestions developed with data following the implementation of the Pharmacy Online Residency Centralized Application Service (PhORCAS). The article is organized in a question and answer format to help facilitate understanding of key concepts and common questions that may arise from applicants. Many changes have taken place in the residency search and application process in recent years, and the process of obtaining a residency is complex. Residency applicants and those advising applicants may find value in the answers to commonly asked residency application questions to help ensure the greatest chance of a successful residency match.
T he practice of pharmacy is becoming increasingly diverse, and more students are pursuing postgraduate training programs to gain a competitive edge in the job market. 1 Pharmacy residency programs are the most commonly pursued postgraduate training opportunity. 2 In 2014, for example, the American Society of Health-System Pharmacy (ASHP) reported that 4,142 applicants participated in the postgraduate year 1 (PGY1) residency match process, a number that corresponds to roughly 30% of the entry-level doctor of pharmacy graduates in the United States. 2, 3 In addition to the rising number of residency applicants, the supply of residency programs has increased significantly in recent years. From 2010 to 2014, the number of PGY1 residency positions offered through the National Matching Service has grown from 1,941 to 2,859, a 47% increase. 4, 5 Similarly, the supply of postgraduate year 2 (PGY2) residency positions has grown by 77%, from 449 in 2010 to 795 in 2014. Even though the number of residency programs has increased over the past several years, the number of applicants has increased to a greater extent, which has led to a large number of unsuccessful residency match applicants. In 2014, 1,502 of the 4,142 applicants (36%) participating in the match were unsuccessful in obtaining a position.
Residency Search Primer and Update
Given the rapid pace of change in pharmacy residency supply and demand, it is imperative that faculty members and preceptors are able to guide and mentor students as they navigate the increasingly diverse maze of postgraduate training opportunities. The purpose of this article is to provide a brief primer and update on the residency search process for preceptors and faculty who advise residency candidates.
What is a pharmacy residency?
PGY1 residency programs are designed to "build upon knowledge, skills, attitudes, and abilities gained from an accredited professional pharmacy degree program… [and] enhance general competencies in managing medication-use systems." 6 PGY1 residencies fall into 1 of 3 domains: (1) pharmacy (general; most often in a hospital or health system), (2) community, and (3) managed care. In 2014, 89% of all PGY1 positions fell into the pharmacy category. 7 Table 1 provides an overview of the number of programs and positions of PGY1 residencies by practice setting.
PGY1 graduates seeking to develop specialized expertise in focused areas may pursue a PGY2 residency. Table 2 provides an overview of the types of PGY2 specialties and their frequency. Critical care, oncology, and ambulatory care are the most commonly offered PGY2 residencies, with 144, 121 and 116 positions offered, respectively, in the 2014 match. 7, 8 Students also may pursue a joint PGY1/ PGY2 position. In 2014, there were 70 such positions in the match process including health-system administration and pharmacotherapy. 7 Some of these programs also confer a master's degree upon completion.
What benefits can a residency provide for a pharmacist?
ASHP notes that completing a residency offers the following benefits: (a) a competitive advantage in the job market, (b) networking opportunities, (c) a clearer picture for career planning, and (d) a wider professional vision. 9 Further, the American Pharmacist Association (APhA) reports that a PGY1 residency is viewed as 3 to 5 years of practice experience. 10 Residencies have become a prerequisite for many career opportunities and may impact the career paths of pharmacists. 11 Some national organizations, such as the American College of Clinical Pharmacy (ACCP), have stated that by 2020 a pharmacy residency should be a prerequisite for positions focused on direct patient care. 8 Despite this call, there is not a professional consensus around required residencies. 12 Some states, however, have created specialized designations for advancing the scope of pharmacist's care
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where residency training comes into play. California, for example, established an "advanced practice pharmacist" designation that affords a broadened scope of professional practice. 13 To become an advanced practice pharmacist in California, an individual must meet 2 out of 3 requirements, one of which includes completing accredited postgraduate residency training where there is at least 50% or more of time spent in direct patient care with interdisciplinary teams.
What is the general timeline for the residency search process?
The residency search timeline may differ depending on whether or not the candidate is searching for programs that participate in the ASHP Resident Matching Program ("Match"). 14 The majority of programs participate in the Match, so the timelines described below will refer to programs that participate in the Match. Candidates pursuing programs not participating in the Match should contact the residency program directors for pertinent timeline information.
With the advent of the Pharmacy Online Residency Centralized Application Service (PhORCAS), applicants must be registered with the Match to apply for residencies. Many residency programs have application due dates in December and January; thus it is advised that candidates register for the Match as early as possible following the opening of registration in early November. 14, 15 Applicants should solicit references and transcripts and prepare other application materials, including a curriculum vitae (CV) and letter of intent, in advance of the program's specific application deadline to avoid any last-minute problems.
Programs will review application materials and make offers to applicants for interviews. Interviews typically take place in January, February, and early March, as they must be completed when rank listings are due to the National Matching Service, typically within the first week of March. Results of the Match are released to programs and applicants in late March. Applicants who did not match with a residency program may apply to programs that did not match beginning a few days after Match results are released, through a process unofficially referred to as the "scramble." ASHP recommends that programs wait approximately 10 days after the Match to make offers to candidates, but some programs make offers before this date. 16, 17 Early commitments are not allowed for PGY1 programs; but if there is mutual interest from a PGY2 program and a PGY1 resident, an early commitment process is allowed for PGY2 programs. In these cases, the PGY1 resident must be a current resident in a PGY1 residency offered by the same sponsor as the PGY2 residency and the PGY1 and PGY2 residencies must be continuous years of employment. 18 The final date for receiving letters of agreement for the early commitment of PGY2 positions occurs during the third week of December.
How should the residency search process differ for introductory and advanced students?
Introductory students (those in the first half of their professional training) should focus on the following: • Identify practice areas of interest through internships and experiential rotations. • Align internships and rotations with residency sites and/or practice areas of interest. • Build a professional network through rotations and internships, involvement in professional organizations, and participation in service activities. • Build a CV and obtain feedback from several faculty or preceptors. • Shadow pharmacy residents. • Brainstorm important criteria for selecting a residency program (as discussed below). • Learn more about available PGY1 and PGY2 opportunities and the residency search and application process (see Table 3 for information on additional resources helpful in this process). • Attend local, state, and national meetings to gain exposure to residency programs through job fairs and/or residency showcases. Assuming they have completed the items listed for introductory students, advanced students (those in the second half of their professional training) should focus on the following: • Solidify practice area of interest (eg, health system, community, managed care) to focus residency applications and advanced pharmacy practice experiences (APPE). • When possible, align rotations with residency sites of interest. Considerations should be given to both the type and timing (eg, first half of the final year) to allow for exposure to the site before the application deadline. • Finalize the CV.
• Draft a letter of intent and obtain feedback from faculty or preceptors. • Develop a timeline with important deadlines to stay on track during the application process in the Residency Search Primer and Update 
What factors should a candidate consider when applying to programs?
Residency programs should not be viewed as one-size-fits-all. Each applicant needs to spend time identifying the factors that are important to find a residency program that will help him or her work toward achieving career goals. A sample of factors appropriate for consideration are included in Table 4 .
Should a resident go to local, state, or national residency showcases?
Local, state, and national residency showcases are a valuable tool for residency candidates to express their interest to a site, make an impression upon that program, and learn more about the program and Residency Search Primer and Update What type of educational training will be provided before the resident teaches students?
Will a teaching mentor be assigned to the resident?
Culture What is the relationship of the health care providers with one another?
How well does the institution's administration support clinical pharmacy services and pharmacy residency training?
How are the residents viewed by the pharmacy staff and other health care practitioners?
What type of flexibility is offered to the residents throughout the year to help achieve their personal goals?
How pleased are the current residents with their experience?
History of research projects What types of research projects have been completed (eg, chart review, medication utilization evaluation)?
What types of presentations (podium, poster) do the residents complete for their projects? Residency Search Primer and Update personnel involved. Although attending showcases is not an absolute to being successful in obtaining a residency position, these events may be valuable. Showcases come in all shapes and sizes and occur at different times of the year. Examples of residency showcases include local residency showcase or job fairs hosted by a college of pharmacy or local pharmacy association, state residency showcase or job fairs hosted by a state pharmacy association, and national residency showcase (eg, ASHP Midyear Clinical Meeting or APhA Annual Meeting).
To prepare for a residency showcase, applicants should consider the following:
• Have a business card ready to give to the site representative. • Have a copy of a CV ready in case it is requested.
• Research a site prior to attending the showcase to demonstrate interest in the program and to prepare questions for discussion. • Prepare an introductory statement (name, current level, college/school attending, reasons for interest in the residency program). • Approach the site representative with a firm handshake, a smile, and professional attire.
What is PhORCAS?
PhORCAS is the Pharmacy Online Residency Centralized Application Service, which offers programs, applicants, and reference writers a Web site to facilitate the application process. Many, though not all, programs participate in PhORCAS, making it important for applicants to verify the application process of each program. Some programs may require a paper application or an alternative electronic submission system. 19 Residency applicants may find it valuable to view instructional videos online for specific instructions on how to apply for programs using PhORCAS. 20
What is PPS and how does it impact the application process?
The Personnel Placement Service (PPS) is a residency and job recruitment event that takes place each year at the ASHP Midyear Clinical Meeting. There is a charge for students to participate. Once registration is complete, participants will have access to the PPS position postings on the CareerPharm Web site. Interviewers and interviewees can then contact one another to schedule interview appointments during the ASHP Midyear Clinical Meeting.
PPS schedules approximately 30-minute interviews, which gives the applicant time to leave a more significant impression on the residency site than a shorter interaction at a residency showcase.
Participants should consider the following items for PPS: • Upload an updated CV on the day the PPS registration opens. 
How many programs should a candidate consider when applying?
For the 2013-2014 residency year match cycle, applicants submitted an average of 7.9 applications. This may serve as a guideline for future applicants, but an individual's specific circumstances may impact whether or not more applications are warranted. 21 For instance, if an applicant is geographically limited and is only seriously considering 4 residencies, there may be little, if any value, in applying to other programs. Alternatively, if a candidate has no geographic restrictions and intends to apply to several highly competitive programs, there may be value in applying to more than 8 programs to increase the chance of getting several interview offers. In addition to the fees for registering in the Match, students should be aware of costs associated with registering with PhORCAS. The initial fees incurred through registration with PhORCAS include the submission of an application to 4 programs; each additional application incurs an additional charge. Other expenses may arise during the interview process, such as the cost of buying professional attire and transportation, meals, and lodging associated with travel to an interview.
What is generally required in an application?
Each residency program may ask for different application materials, so it is very important to consult each program's information in the ASHP online directory and/or from the program's Web site or marketing materials for specific instructions. Many
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programs have set requirements that include a cover letter or letter of intent, a CV, academic transcripts, and references. Some programs may require transcripts from all colleges attended, while others may only want pharmacy school transcripts. Applicants must request that official transcripts be mailed to the PhORCAS transcripts department using the transcript request form through PhORCAS; applicants do not upload transcripts themselves. It may take some institutions several weeks to process transcript orders, so transcript requests should be made well in advance of the application deadline. When using the PhORCAS system, the applicant is able to track reference letter requests and whether or not the reference was successfully submitted, but the applicant is not able to read the reference itself.
What makes a good letter of intent?
Crafting a good letter of intent is one way for a candidate to set himself or herself apart from the competitive group of applicants. The letter of intent serves as an introduction to the candidate's application, highlights skills and abilities tied to information on the CV, states why the candidate is interested in the position, and provides or refers to any information specifically requested by the program.
Generally speaking, the following "rules" should be followed by the applicant when writing a letter of intent: • Personalize each letter to the program and organization.
The applicant should answer the following question in the letter of intent: "How does the residency program specifically help the applicant achieve his/her career goals." • Research the program in detail to tailor the letter appropriately. • The applicant should make him/herself the subject of each sentence and use active descriptions (eg, "On this rotation, I demonstrated excellent clinical decision-making skills by…"). • Proofread for spelling, grammar, and punctuation mistakes. • Keep it concise (1-2 pages maximum). • Save electronic documents in a pdf format.
In terms of the structure, a general outline follows: • Paragraph 1: Introduction to the applicant, career goal, statement of interest for applying to the program, how the program will help the applicant achieve his/her career goal, and any special connections to the program (eg, internships, rotation, etc). • Paragraph 2: An answer to the question of why the applicant is qualified. This paragraph should highlight the most relevant experiences and qualities as they relate to the position for which the applicant is applying. • Paragraph 3: The closing in which the applicant will refer to the rest of the application (eg, CV, reference letters, transcripts), request an interview, and thank the reader for his/her time and consideration.
What factors do programs consider when reviewing a candidate application?
ASHP recommends that programs institute an objective scoring system to assess applicants, and some common themes are typically seen across programs. Factors such as grade point averages, quality of APPEs, previous work experience, past leadership experiences, and experiences conducting research and presenting at national meetings are seen in over 80% of programs responding to a recent survey. 22 The letter of intent and letters of recommendation are generally included in these calculations, as well. Though most programs factor these elements into their selection criteria, processes and scoring can vary dramatically from one program to another.
How should recommendation letter writers be selected?
Applicants should choose writers who have worked closely with them and can speak positively about the experience. It is typically beneficial for applicants to include references who have seen different aspects of their abilities. While a clinical preceptor could comment on patient care skills, a faculty mentor may be better suited to comment on research skills and an employer could focus on communication skills and conflict management. To avoid negative or marginally positive letters, students should objectively review their experiences with a potential writer and determine whether there are any events that could lead to letter of lower quality. Students should ask writers if they would be willing to write a positive letter for them.
Should the residency applicant only look at accredited programs?
ASHP has developed standards of residency education in an effort to support residency programs in producing highly qualified pharmacy manpower. 23 
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Such standards may convey benefit and protection to the resident, as the resident can have a clear expectation in advance of such things as duties and scope of the program, responsibilities of the resident and program, and reasonable duty hour maximums. 6, 24 As it may take several years for a program to go through the accreditation process, it is not uncommon to see a program that is not accredited by ASHP in a residency search. Although caution may be warranted for programs that are not yet ASHP accredited, not pursuing residencies based on lack of full accreditation may cause an applicant to miss what could be a great fit and opportunity. Due to the recent expansion of new residency programs, it is not uncommon for a student to come across several new programs during his/her residency search process.
Residency programs that are in the process of pursuing accreditation may be noted as having precandidate or candidate accreditation status. 23 Furthermore, programs that have applied for accreditation during their first year may not become accredited until the first resident graduates, but future accreditation is retroactive to the date the program applied for candidate status. 23 Candidates wishing to pursue board certification through the Board of Pharmacy Specialties and who have residency time counted toward certification must complete a residency that is either accredited by ASHP or that has been granted candidate status by ASHP. 25 Although new programs that have not yet had a resident provide less reassurance than an ASHP-accredited program with a long track record, programs pursuing accreditation may still be a reasonable option.
What is a residency teaching certificate program?
Many residencies offer specific learning experiences dedicated to developing skills in teaching and precepting, with some resulting in issuance of a formal teaching certificate. 26 These learning experiences may be in the form of a rotation, may be longitudinal, and may differ in content between PGY1 and PGY2 programs. 26, 27 One study noted that residents were more likely to participate in teaching experiences if their residency was affiliated with a college or school of pharmacy and that residents who eventually became faculty members were more likely to have been a primary preceptor or given lectures during their residency. 28 Significant variability exists between programs, so it may be wise for a residency applicant to ask about specific learning experiences related to teaching and precepting within a residency if those experiences are of substantial interest. 26, 29 What should a candidate expect in an interview?
Interview settings and styles can vary dramatically from one program to another. Most programs will provide a detailed agenda in advance so that the candidate can prepare accordingly. In general, most interviews are conducted at the site hosting the residency, they last roughly a full day, and they are comprised of a series of meetings with various staff members and preceptors, including the program director, administrators, pharmacists, and other health care providers. Pre-interviews or scramble interviews may take place via telephone or video conferencing software, but these methods are rarely used in the typical interview. 30 With the large number of students seeking a limited number of residency positions, group interviews are also becoming common. The inclusion of presentations, case work-ups, and other writing assignments are becoming more prevalent, as well. These components allow sites to assess the applicant's performance under pressure, communication skills, and critical thinking in addition to the usual aspects of organizational fit, goals, and past experiences.
How should a candidate prepare for an interview?
Once a candidate has been accepted for an interview, proper preparation could be the difference between a match and the scramble. A number of publications are available that offer sample questions so applicants can practice their responses and avoid being caught off guard (see Tables 3 and 4 ). It is generally beneficial to rehearse answers, but students should avoid over-rehearsal (it typically results in robotic, contrived responses). The most memorable answers often include specific examples from the student's experiences and avoid cliché, cookie-cutter responses that could come from any candidate. For example, instead of using the canned "I chose a career in pharmacy so I can help people" response, it is much more effective to describe an instance where a real patient interaction made the candidate realize the fulfillment that a career in pharmacy can provide.
Behavior-based questions are quickly becoming the norm among programs. These questions require responses that identify a specific instance from the student's past that illustrate how he or she would handle a situation. Examples include, "Tell me about a time you made a significant intervention on behalf of a patient" or "How have you handled working with a difficult co-worker in the past?" Though these questions make it difficult to provide bland, cliché Residency Search Primer and Update answers, it is still possible to provide uninspiring or damaging responses.
One of the most error-prone portions of an interview is the time allotted for the candidates to ask questions of their interviewers. Too often, candidates will ask questions about topics that could have been easily obtained in a cursory search of the program, or they fail to ask any questions. This makes the candidates appear to lack interest in the program or lack the initiative to properly prepare for the interview. Questions about hospital size, the presence of certain services, or the number of resident positions should be replaced with questions about the program's culture, plans for expansion, or other topics less likely to be posted in easily accessed materials.
It is difficult for applicants to prepare for writing assignments and cases, as the topics covered are often not disclosed until the day of the interview. Because it is not feasible to review the entire academic curriculum, candidates should focus their attention on their ability to accurately and succinctly communicate their thoughts in these settings. Presentations are used as a surrogate for overall communication skills. If candidates are allowed to present on a topic of their own choosing, they should ensure the topic is appropriate for the audience.
How should a candidate rank institutions for the Match?
Applicants should carefully consider the order in which they intend to rank positions following their interviews. They may be temped to rank all programs in which they interviewed, but this is ill-advised. To register for the Match, applicants must commit to accepting an appointment for a program with which they match; therefore, applicants should not rank a program if they do not want to be a resident with that program. 14 The best strategy for applicants ranking programs for the Match is to develop their rank lists based only on their own preferences. Applicants should not consider the potential rank order of the programs where they interviewed nor should they consider the likelihood of matching with one program over another. 31, 32 The Match algorithm is designed to be optimal for the applicant, and it provides the best possible outcome for the program 99.9% of the time. 31 As registration for the Match requires applicants to not divulge their ranking intentions to programs or solicit ranking information from programs, applicants should not try to "beat" the Match by trying to use other information in rank ordering other than personal preferences for programs. 14 
What to do in the event of a scramble?
When entering the scramble, a student first must evaluate the list of remaining programs to see if one is available that meets his or her career goals. 17, 33 Once a program is identified, the same type of preparation used in the first round of interviews should be employed for the scramble. Applicants can begin applying to sites as early as the Monday following the Match. Phone interviews are common in the scramble, but many sites may still require an on-site interview before a final offer can be extended. It is important to note, however, that ASHP has requested programs to comply with a 1-week moratorium on offers after the post-Match process begins, allowing applicants and programs time to evaluate options. Though the moratorium is highly suggested, programs may choose to extend offers during this time period. 17 What other resources might be helpful? Table 3 provides a list of other resources that may be helpful in the residency search process.
CONCLUSION
Many changes to the residency search and application process have occurred in recent years. Although the process of obtaining a residency is complex, it is possible for faculty members to help students navigate the process successfully. Residency applicants, as well as those advising residency applicants, may find substantial value in understanding the search process, so as to maximize the chances of success in matching with a desirable program.
